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ABSTRACT 



This report discusses current research findings on the 
effects of peers and social interaction on academic achievement, then 
analyzes current national data, comparing results to the existing academic 
literature. Data from the 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) database on reading were used to test the influences of peer attitudes 
on academic achievement. The NAEP examines academic achievement in various 
fields. It is administered to students in 4th, 8th, and 12th grade. Besides 
providing data on academics, it offers information on student, teacher, and 
administrator background. This study analyzes six factors: the effect of 
peers; race and ethnicity; parents' educational attainment; number of reading 
materials in the home; free or reduced price lunch participation; and gender. 
Results indicate that the peer effect is a strong influence on academic 
achievement, particularly in 4th grade. The significance of peer effect wanes 
by 8th grade. Family background characteristics also have an important 
influence. Both have effects that are independent from the effects of gender 
and race/ethnicity. An appendix presents the results of statistical models. 
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W hat effect does a student’s peer group 
have on academic achievement? Most 
academics recognize that a child’s 
peers can have an impact on achievement, but 
the extent of that effect has been an open ques- 
tion. Further, few studies have focused on 
quantifying the academic outcomes associated 
with the peer effect. 

Children are socialized by the people with 
whom they associate; through daily interaction 
over the course of many years, acceptable 
social customs are taught and fostered. Other 
children as well as adults can have a great 
impact on a broad range of issues in the child’s 
life, including achievement in school. Under- 
standing the way social interactions affect aca- 
demic achievement is important for parents, 
educators, and policymakers. In particular, 
academic achievement and the often corre- 
sponding level of educational attainment 1 tend 
to predict the average earnings an individual 
may secure over a lifetime. 2 For this reason, 
isolating the peer effects on academic achieve- 



ment can make a significant contribution to 
the public debate over education reform. 

This report will briefly discuss the findings 
of current academic research on the effects of 
peers and social interaction on academic 
achievement. It will then analyze some of the 
most recently released national data and com- 
pare the results to the existing academic litera- 
ture. 

In analyzing the 1998 National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) data on read- 
ing, this report concludes that: 

• The peer effect is a particularly strong 
influence in academic achievement, espe- 
cially for fourth graders. 

• The peer effect is independent of other fac- 
tors such as race, ethnicity, gender, income, 
and other background variables. 

• Family background factors such as house- 
hold environment and parental education 
also play an important role in explaining 
achievement in both the fourth and eighth 
grades. 



1 . Academic achievement is often measured by performance on standardized tests; educational attainment rep- 
resents the level of total education reached by an individual (i.e., high school degree, bachelor’s degree, or 
advanced/professional degree). 

2. U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Education: The Ticket to Higher Earnings,” Statistical Brief 93-7, April 1993, at 
http://www.census.gov/apsd/www/statbrief/sb93_7.pdf. See also U.S. Bureau of the Census, “More Education 
Means Higher Career Earnings,” Statistical Brief 94-17, August 1994, at http://www.census.gov/apsd/www/ 
statbrief/sb94_l 7.pdf 
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